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(57) ABSTRACT

A bump structure or pillar structure formed above a metalli-
zation system of a complex semiconductor device may
include a stress buffer layer, which may efficiently distribute
the resulting mechanical stress which may typically occur
during the chip package interaction due to a thermal mis-
match ofthese components. The stress buffer layer comprises
copper-based buffer regions that cover a significant portion of
the overall surface, wherein a thickness of approximately
3-10 um may also be used. Moreover, the buffer regions may
efficiently replace aluminum as a terminal metal active
region.
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1
SEMICONDUCTOR DEVICE INCLUDING A
STRESS BUFFER MATERIAL FORMED
ABOVE A LOW-K METALLIZATION SYSTEM

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This is a divisional of co-pending application Ser. No.
12/839,026, filed Jul. 19, 2010, which claimed priority from
German Patent Application No. 10 2009 035 437.9, filed Jul.
31,2009.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

1. Field of the Invention

Generally, the present disclosure relates to integrated cir-
cuits, and, more particularly, to the techniques for reducing
chip-package interactions caused by thermal mismatch
between the chip and the package.

2. Description of the Related Art

Semiconductor devices are typically formed on substan-
tially disc-shaped substrates made of any appropriate mate-
rial. The majority of semiconductor devices including highly
complex electronic circuits are currently, and in the foresee-
able future will be, manufactured on the basis of silicon,
thereby rendering silicon substrates and silicon-containing
substrates, such as silicon-on-insulator (SOI) substrates,
viable base materials for forming semiconductor devices,
such as microprocessors, SRAMs, ASICs (application spe-
cific ICs), systems on chip (SoC) and the like. The individual
integrated circuits are arranged in an array on the wafer,
wherein most of the manufacturing steps, which may involve
several hundred and more individual process steps in sophis-
ticated integrated circuits, are performed simultaneously for
all chip areas on the substrate, except for photolithography
processes, metrology processes and packaging of the indi-
vidual devices after dicing the substrate. Thus, economic
constraints drive semiconductor manufacturers to steadily
increase the substrate dimensions, thereby also increasing the
area available for producing actual semiconductor devices
and thus increasing production yield.

In addition to increasing the substrate area, it is also impor-
tant to optimize the utilization of the substrate area for a given
substrate size so as to actually use as much substrate area as
possible for semiconductor devices and/or test structures that
may be used for process control. In the attempt to maximize
the useful surface area for a given substrate size, the feature
sizes of circuit elements are steadily scaled down. Due to this
ongoing demand for shrinking the feature sizes of highly
sophisticated semiconductor devices, copper, in combination
with a low-k dielectric material, has become a frequently used
alternative in the formation of so-called interconnect struc-
tures comprising metal line layers and intermediate via layers
that include metal lines as intra-layer connections and vias as
inter-layer connections, which commonly connect individual
circuit elements to provide the required functionality of the
integrated circuit. Typically, a plurality of metal line layers
and via layers stacked on top of each other is necessary to
implement the connections between all internal circuit ele-
ments and [/O (input/output), power and ground pads of the
circuit design under consideration.

For extremely scaled integrated circuits, the signal propa-
gation delay is no longer limited by the circuit elements, such
as field effect transistors and the like, but is limited, owing to
the increased density of circuit elements requiring an even
more increased number of electrical connections, by the close
proximity of the metal lines, since the line-to-line capacitance
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is increased in combination with a reduced conductivity of the
lines due to a reduced cross-sectional area. For this reason,
traditional dielectrics, such as silicon dioxide (k>4) and sili-
con nitride (k>7), are replaced by dielectric materials having
a lower permittivity, which are, therefore, also referred to as
low-k dielectrics having a relative permittivity of 3 or less.
However, the density and mechanical stability or strength of
the low-k materials may be significantly less compared to the
well-approved dielectrics silicon dioxide and silicon nitride.
As a consequence, during the formation of the metallization
system and any subsequent manufacturing processes of inte-
grated circuits, production yield may depend on the mechani-
cal characteristics of these sensitive dielectric materials and
their adhesion to other materials.

In addition to the problems of reduced mechanical stabili-
ties of advanced dielectric materials having a dielectric con-
stant of 3.0 and significantly less, device reliability may be
affected by these materials during operation of sophisticated
semiconductor devices due to an interaction between the chip
and the package caused by a thermal mismatch of the corre-
sponding thermal expansion of the different materials. For
instance, in the fabrication of complex integrated circuits,
increasingly, a contact technology may be used in connecting
the package carrier to the chip, which is known as flip chip
packaging technique. Contrary to the well-established wire
bonding techniques in which appropriate contact pads may be
positioned at the periphery of the very last metal layer of the
chip, which may be connected to corresponding terminals of
the package by a wire, in the flip chip technology, a respective
bump structure may be formed on the last metallization layer,
for instance, using aluminum as a terminal metal in combi-
nation with a solder material which may be brought into
contact with respective contact pads of the package. Thus,
after reflowing the bump material, a reliable electrical and
mechanical connection may be established between the ter-
minal metal formed on the last metallization layer and the
contact pads of the package carrier. In this manner, a very
large number of electrical connections may be provided
across the entire chip area of the last metallization layer with
reduced contact resistance and parasitic capacitance, thereby
providing the 10 (input/output) capabilities, which may be
required for complex integrated circuits, such as CPUs, stor-
age memories and the like. During the corresponding process
sequence for connecting the bump structure with a package
carrier, a certain degree of pressure and/or heat may be
applied to the composite device so as to establish a reliable
connection between each of the bumps formed on the chip
and the bumps or pads that may be provided on the package
substrate. The thermally or mechanically induced stress may,
however, also act on the lower lying metallization layers,
which may typically include low-k dielectrics or even ultra
low-k (ULK) dielectric materials, thereby significantly
increasing the probability of creating defects in the form of
cracks, delamination and the like, due to reduced mechanical
stability and adhesion to other materials.

Moreover, during operation of the finished semiconductor
device attached to a corresponding package substrate, signifi-
cant mechanical stress may occur due to a significant mis-
match in the thermal expansion behavior of the silicon-based
semiconductor chip and the package substrate, since, in vol-
ume production of sophisticated integrated circuits, eco-
nomic constraints typically require the usage of specified
substrate materials for the package, such as organic materials,
which typically may exhibit a different thermal conductivity
and a coefficient of thermal expansion compared to the silicon
chip.
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With reference to FIGS. 1a-1b, a typical conventional con-
figuration of a semiconductor device including a solder bump
structure will now be described in more detail.

FIG. 1a schematically illustrates a top view of the configu-
ration or layout of a semiconductor device 100 in which the
mechanical and electrical connection between a package and
the device 100, i.e., a specific chip or die 101, is to be estab-
lished on the basis of a solder bump structure. For this pur-
pose, an appropriate distribution of contact elements 110
across the entire area of the die 101 may be provided,
wherein, as previously discussed, nearly the entire area of the
die 101 is available for appropriately positioning the contact
elements 110. In this manner, a very complex contact struc-
ture may be accomplished, wherein each of the contact ele-
ments 110 may be connected to a counterpart contact pad or
bump of a corresponding package substrate during a single
manufacturing process, contrary to corresponding wire bond
techniques in which a bond wire may have to be connected to
bond pads of the chip and the package in a substantially
sequential manner.

FIG. 15 schematically illustrates a cross-sectional view of
the device 100 according to the line Ib in FIG. 1a. As illus-
trated, the device 100 comprises the die or chip 101, which
may be understood as the basic substrate for forming there-
above circuit elements and the like. The substrate 101 is
typically provided in the form of an insulating substrate, a
semiconductor material and the like. It should be appreciated
that, in and above the substrate 101, typically, a plurality of
circuit elements, such as transistors, capacitors, resistors and
the like, are provided in accordance with the circuit function
to be implemented in the device 100. For convenience, any
such circuit elements, which may include elements with criti-
cal dimensions of 50 nm and less in sophisticated devices, are
notshown in FIG. 15. As discussed above, due to the complex
layout of electronic circuits implemented in the semiconduc-
tor device 100, a complex metallization system 120 is typi-
cally required, which may comprise a plurality of metalliza-
tion layers stacked on top of each other, wherein, for
convenience, a metallization layer 130 and a metallization
layer 140 are depicted. For instance, the metallization layer
130 may be comprised of a dielectric material 131, such as a
low-k dielectric material, a ULK material and the like, in
which metal lines and vias 132 are embedded that are typi-
cally comprised of copper, in combination with appropriate
conductive barrier materials, to provide reliable copper con-
finement. It should be appreciated that each metallization
layer of the system 120 may not necessarily comprise a sen-
sitive low-k dielectric material since different metallization
levels may require different performance characteristics, for
instance with respect to drive current capability and signal
propagation delay. However, at any rate, typically, a plurality
of'metallization layers may comprise a sensitive low-k dielec-
tric material, thereby reducing the overall mechanical stabil-
ity, as discussed above. Furthermore, the metallization layer
140 represents the “last” metallization layer and comprises
any appropriate dielectric material 141 including metal
regions 142, which may represent contact pads for connecting
to a contact structure or bump structure 150, which may
actually represent the interface for connecting the device 100
with a package substrate (not shown). The contact or bump
structure 150 typically comprises a passivation layer 151,
which may thus “passivate” the metallization system 120,
wherein, typically, a plurality of dielectric materials, such as
silicon dioxide, silicon oxynitride, silicon nitride, are used to
provide the desired characteristics in view of chemical and
mechanical stability. Moreover, a further dielectric material,
such as a polyimide 152, is formed on the passivation material
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151. The materials 151 and 152 are patterned in such as way
that an opening 150A is aligned to at least a portion of the
contact pad 142 of the last metallization layer 140. As
explained before, in sophisticated metallization systems,
such as the system 120, copper is preferably used, which,
however, may not be compatible with well-established pro-
cess techniques and materials as have been used in complex
metallization systems formed on the basis of aluminum. For
this reason, frequently, a further metal material 153, which is
also referred to as a terminal metal, in the form of aluminum,
is provided to act as an interface between the sensitive copper
material of the pad 142 and the contact element 110. In this
manner, well-established materials and techniques may be
applied for forming the contact element 110, for instance by
providing efficient underbump metallization systems 154, for
instance based on chromium, copper, tungsten and the like.

On the other hand, providing aluminum as the terminal
metal 153 may require additional resources for depositing,
patterning and cleaning the device 100 prior to actually form-
ing the contact element 110. That is, after forming the met-
allization system 120 on the basis of well-established process
techniques, the passivation material 151 is deposited and
patterned, followed by the deposition of the aluminum mate-
rial, which may be associated by the deposition of an appro-
priate barrier material, such as titanium, titanium nitride and
the like. Thereafter, a complex patterning process is to be
applied, for instance, by applying an etch chemistry on the
basis of bromine and the like. Consequently, corresponding
precursor materials and deposition and etch tools are required
for providing the terminal metal 153. Thereafter, a well-
established process sequence is applied for depositing the
polyimide material 152 and patterning the same, followed by
the deposition of the underbump materials 154. Thereafter, a
deposition mask is typically applied and a solder bump mate-
rial in the form of a lead-containing material is deposited on
the basis of electroplating techniques, followed by the
removal of the deposition mask and the patterning of the
underbump material 154. After separating the semiconductor
device 100 into individual chips 101, a connection to an
appropriate package substrate may be accomplished by
mechanically coupling the device 100 and the package sub-
strate and reflowing the contact element 110, thereby obtain-
ing the desired intermetallic connection between the element
110 and the corresponding contact pad of the package sub-
strate, which may also comprise a solder bump, depending on
the overall process strategy. Finally, any appropriate fill mate-
rial may be provided between the chip 101, i.e., the contact
structure 150 and the package substrate, so as to enhance
mechanical, chemical and thermal stability of the composite
device.

As discussed above, during the formation of the device
100, during the process of connecting the device 100 with a
package substrate, and finally during operation of the com-
posite semiconductor device, significant mechanical stress
may be applied to the metallization system 120 via the contact
structure 150, i.e., via the contact elements 110, wherein a
certain degree of resilience of the contact elements 110, i.e.,
the lead-containing solder material, may result in a certain
degree of “buffer effect.”

However, upon introducing so-called lead-free solder
materials, for instance in view of environmental regulations
and the like, and also in an attempt to further improve the
thermal and electrical performance of the contact structure
150, for instance by providing copper pillars instead of the
contact elements 110, the mechanical stress in the metalliza-
tion system 120 may be even further enhanced since, typi-
cally, these materials may exhibit a lesser degree of resilience,
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thereby transferring significantly increased shear forces into
the last metallization layer 140.

Consequently, in many conventional approaches, the
increase of the mechanical stress in the metallization system
120 may require the usage of dielectric materials of superior
mechanical stability, thereby, however, typically increasing
the dielectric constant and thus reducing the overall electrical
performance of the metallization system 120.

The present disclosure is directed to various methods and
devices that may avoid, or at least reduce, the effects of one or
more of the problems identified above.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The following presents a simplified summary of the inven-
tion in order to provide a basic understanding of some aspects
of'the invention. This summary is not an exhaustive overview
of the invention. It is not intended to identify key or critical
elements of the invention or to delineate the scope of the
invention. Its sole purpose is to present some concepts in a
simplified form as a prelude to the more detailed description
that is discussed later.

In general, the present disclosure provides semiconductor
devices and manufacturing techniques in which the mechani-
cal stress transferred via a contact structure formed on the
basis of a lead-free material into a metallization system of a
complex integrated circuit may be accommodated or “buft-
ered” by providing a buffer layer, which may include “thick”
buffer regions of increased lateral dimension on which cor-
responding solder bumps or metal pillars are to be formed. In
this manner, mechanical stress caused during the process of
connecting a semiconductor chip to a package substrate and
during the operation of the composite semiconductor device
may be efficiently distributed substantially across the entire
surface area of the chip without requiring specific modifica-
tions in the metallization system, for instance, by reducing the
amount of low-k dielectric material provided therein. In some
illustrative aspects disclosed herein, the buffer layer may be
formed on the basis of a copper material without using alu-
minum, thereby avoiding the requirement for any resources as
may typically be necessary when using aluminum as a termi-
nal metal. For this purpose, the buffer region may be formed
s0 as to be in contact with respective contact pads of the last
metallization layer of the metallization system, wherein the
increased lateral and vertical dimensions of the copper con-
tact region may provide the desired mechanical response to
any thermal mismatch between the semiconductor chip and
the chip package.

One illustrative semiconductor device disclosed herein
comprises a metallization system formed above a substrate,
wherein the metallization system comprises a plurality of
metallization layers, at least some of which comprise a low-k
dielectric material. The semiconductor device further com-
prises a stress buffer layer formed above a last metallization
layer of the metallization system, wherein the stress buffer
layer comprises a copper-containing buffer region that con-
nects to a copper-containing contact pad provided in the last
metallization layer of the metallization system. The device
further comprises a lead-free contact element formed on a
portion of the copper-containing buffer region, wherein a
lateral width of the buffer region is greater than a lateral width
of the lead-free contact element. Moreover, the device com-
prises a package substrate connected to the metallization
system via the lead-free contact element.

Another illustrative embodiment disclosed herein is a
semiconductor device that includes a metallization system
positioned above a substrate, the metallization system having
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a plurality of metallization layers, at least some of the metal-
lization layers including a low-k dielectric material. The
semiconductor device further includes a passivation layer
positioned above a last metallization layer of the metalliza-
tion system, the last metallization layer including a plurality
of contact pads. Furthermore, a stress buffer layer is posi-
tioned above the passivation layer, the stress buffer layer
including a plurality of stress buffer regions, each of the
plurality of stress buffer regions having a contact portion
extending through the passivation layer and conductively
contacting a respective one of the plurality of contact pads.
The illustrative semiconductor device also includes, among
other things, a dielectric material layer positioned above the
stress buffer layer, and a plurality of contact elements posi-
tioned in and above the dielectric material layer, each of the
plurality of contact elements extending through the dielectric
material layer and conductively contacting a respective one of
the plurality of stress buffer regions, wherein a lateral width
of at least one of the plurality of contact elements is less than
a lateral width of the respective one of the plurality of stress
buffer regions conductively connected thereto.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

The disclosure may be understood by reference to the
following description taken in conjunction with the accom-
panying drawings, in which like reference numerals identify
like elements, and in which:

FIG. 1a schematically illustrates a top view of a semicon-
ductor device having a solder bump structure formed thereon,
in accordance with a desired layout;

FIG. 15 schematically illustrates a cross-sectional view of
a conventional semiconductor device including a sophisti-
cated metallization system and a bump structure based on
aluminum as a terminal metal and a lead-containing solder
material;

FIG. 2a schematically illustrates a top view of a semicon-
ductor device including a contact structure for connecting to
a package substrate, wherein a desired layout within copper-
containing buffer regions of increased lateral dimensions may
be provided in order to reduce the mechanical stress trans-
ferred into a lower lying metallization system, according to
illustrative embodiments; and

FIGS. 2b-2i schematically illustrate cross-sectional views
of'the semiconductor device of FIG. 2a during various manu-
facturing stages in forming a contact structure and connecting
the same to a package substrate, according to further illustra-
tive embodiments.

While the subject matter disclosed herein is susceptible to
various modifications and alternative forms, specific embodi-
ments thereof have been shown by way of example in the
drawings and are herein described in detail. It should be
understood, however, that the description herein of specific
embodiments is not intended to limit the invention to the
particular forms disclosed, but on the contrary, the intention is
to cover all modifications, equivalents, and alternatives fall-
ing within the spirit and scope of the invention as defined by
the appended claims.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

Various illustrative embodiments of the invention are
described below. In the interest of clarity, not all features of an
actual implementation are described in this specification. It
will of course be appreciated that in the development of any
such actual embodiment, numerous implementation-specific
decisions must be made to achieve the developers’ specific



US 9,324,631 B2

7

goals, such as compliance with system-related and business-
related constraints, which will vary from one implementation
to another. Moreover, it will be appreciated that such a devel-
opment effort might be complex and time-consuming, but
would nevertheless be a routine undertaking for those of
ordinary skill in the art having the benefit of this disclosure.

The present subject matter will now be described with
reference to the attached figures. Various structures, systems
and devices are schematically depicted in the drawings for
purposes of explanation only and so as to not obscure the
present disclosure with details that are well known to those
skilled in the art. Nevertheless, the attached drawings are
included to describe and explain illustrative examples of the
present disclosure. The words and phrases used herein should
be understood and interpreted to have a meaning consistent
with the understanding of those words and phrases by those
skilled in the relevant art. No special definition of a term or
phrase, i.e., a definition that is different from the ordinary and
customary meaning as understood by those skilled in the art,
is intended to be implied by consistent usage of the term or
phrase herein. To the extent that a term or phrase is intended
to have a special meaning, i.e., a meaning other than that
understood by skilled artisans, such a special definition will
be expressly set forth in the specification in a definitional
manner that directly and unequivocally provides the special
definition for the term or phrase.

Generally, the present disclosure provides semiconductor
devices and techniques in which complex metallization sys-
tems including sensitive low-k dielectric materials may
receive a bump structure or pillar structure formed on the
basis of a lead-free material, wherein mechanical stress may
be reduced by providing an appropriate buffer layer including
laterally isolated metal buffer regions with moderately great
dimensions in the “vertical” and lateral direction. Conse-
quently, the resulting mechanical stress may be accommo-
dated by a large volume provided in the stress buffer layer and
may also be distributed across substantially the entire chip
surface.

In this respect, it should be appreciated that a lead-free
material is to be understood as any material composition in
which lead may not be included in the stoichiometric com-
position of the material, so that any minute amounts of lead,
which may unintentionally be incorporated into the material
under consideration, may be less than approximately 0.5
atomic percent with respect to the entire material composi-
tion. For example, lead-free solder materials may be provided
in the form of a tin and further mixture, a tin/silver/copper
mixture and the like, while any lead impurity may be less than
specified above. Similarly, a copper material may also be
referred to as a lead-free material if a degree of purity with
respect to lead impurities may be less than specified above.

In some illustrative embodiments, the metallization system
in combination with a contact structure may be provided
without using aluminum, thereby providing superior electri-
cal performance of the metallization system while addition-
ally avoiding resources required for forming and patterning
an aluminum material. Hence, superior efficiency of the over-
all process flow may be accomplished, while a desired high
level of electrical performance of the metallization system
may also be achieved, since the mechanical stress caused by
the interaction between chip and package may be efficiently
reduced within the sensitive metallization system.

With reference to FIGS. 2a-2i, further illustrative embodi-
ments will now be described in more detail, wherein refer-
ence may also be made to FIGS. 1a-1b, if necessary.

FIG. 2a schematically illustrates a top view of a portion of
a semiconductor device 200 wherein, for convenience, a
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single die region 201 or substrate portion in combination with
a corresponding configuration of contact elements, such as
solder bump elements, metal pillars and the like, is illustrated.
For convenience, the basic layout of the contact elements 210
may be selected to be the same as in the conventional device
100, as previously described with reference to FIGS. 1a and
15. Moreover, the device 200 may comprise a stress buffer
layer 260 in which a plurality of buffer regions 265 may be
provided in the form of metal regions, wherein the lateral size,
i.e., the surface area, of the buffer regions may be greater
compared to the lateral size of the contact elements 210. For
example, in some illustrative embodiments, the surface area
of'the buffer regions 265 may be at least twice the surface area
of the contact elements 210. In this manner, any mechanical
stress component transferred via the contact elements 210
may be efficiently accommodated by the stress buffer layer
260 and may be distributed across a large area of the entire
chip or die 201. For example, the lateral size of the buffer
regions 265 may be regular for each of the contact elements
210, while, in other cases, the buffer regions 265 may be
adapted in lateral size to the specific position of a contact
element within the die 201. For instance, as illustrated for a
buffer region 265 A, a lateral extension in one direction, indi-
cated as Y, may be increased so as to cover an increased
surface portion of the die. On the other hand, the lateral
extension in the X direction may be restricted by a desired
minimum isolation distance between neighboring contact
regions 265. For instance, a lateral offset between two neigh-
boring contact regions, such as the regions 265, 265 A, may be
selected to be approximately 5 um or less, such as 1 um and
less, thereby providing very efficient coverage of the surface
area of the die 201 by the buffer regions 265. As will be
explained later on in more detail, any isolation trenches 266
may be filled with an appropriate dielectric material, such as
silicon nitride, polyimide and the like.

FIG. 256 schematically illustrates a cross-sectional view of
the device 200 along the section IIb of FIG. 24. As illustrated,
the device 200 may comprise a substrate, which may also be
referred to a basic chip or die material 201, in and above
which may be formed any circuit elements as required. Fur-
thermore, a metallization system 220 may be formed above
the substrate 201 and may comprise a plurality of stacked
metallization layers, as is, for instance, previously described
with reference to the metallization system 120 of the device
100 when referring to the metallization layers 130 and 140
(see FIG. 15). It should be appreciated that the metallization
system 220 may have any appropriate configuration, wherein,
however, a corresponding adaptation with respect to reducing
the amount of low-k dielectric material may not be required
when forming the contact elements 210 (FIG. 2a) on the basis
of a lead-free material. For convenience, only the last metal-
lization layer 240 of the metallization system is illustrated in
FIG. 2b, which may comprise any appropriate dielectric
material 241 and metal regions 242 comprised of any appro-
priate highly conductive metal, such as copper, silver and the
like, possibly in combination with any appropriate conduc-
tive barrier material, such as tantalum, tantalum nitride and
the like. It should be appreciated that the metal regions 242
are shown in FIG. 25 s0 as to represent corresponding contact
pads for connecting to the contact elements 210 (FIG. 2q) still
to be formed. Moreover, a passivation layer 251, which may
be provided in the form of a layer stack including material
layers 251A, 251B, may be formed on the metallization layer
240 and may comprise openings 251C, 251D so as to expose
a portion of the contact pads 242. The dielectric materials
251A, 251B and any other material layers may be formed so
as to comply with the requirements in view of passivating the
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layer 240. For example, silicon nitride may be used for the
layer 251A, followed by a silicon oxide or silicon oxynitride
material, while in other cases a different composition of the
layer stack 251 may be applied.

The semiconductor device 200 as shown in FIG. 25 may be
formed on the basis of any appropriate manufacturing tech-
nique for forming circuit elements and for forming the met-
allization system 220 having the desired reduced overall sig-
nal propagation delay, as is also previously described with
reference to the semiconductor device 100. Hence, after pro-
viding the last metallization layer 240, the passivation layer
251 may be formed on the basis of any appropriate deposition
technique, followed by a lithography process for forming an
etch mask (not shown) and patterning the layer 251 by using
well-established etch recipes.

FIG. 2¢ schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
200 in a further advanced manufacturing stage in which a
barrier layer 256 may be formed above the passivation layer
251 and within the openings 251C, 251D. The layer 256 may
have any appropriate material composition in order to provide
a desired degree of adhesion of a metal still to be formed
above the passivation layer 251 and also to provide the
desired electrical characteristics, such as conductivity, to the
contact pads 242. Furthermore, in some illustrative embodi-
ments, the layer 256 may also act as a current distribution
layer during an electrochemical deposition of a metal of the
buffer regions 265 (FIG. 2q) still to be formed. For instance,
copper, in combination with other materials, such as chro-
mium, tantalum, tungsten and the like, may be efficiently
used. Since any of these materials may typically be used
during semiconductor production, corresponding deposition
tools and precursor materials are readily available. The bar-
rier layer 256 may be provided with a thickness of approxi-
mately 50 to several hundred nanometers, depending on the
overall device requirements.

FIG. 2d schematically illustrates the device 200 with a
deposition mask 202, such as a resist mask, which may define
the lateral size of the buffer regions 265 (FIG. 2a) and which
may also be used for covering any device areas in which
respective buffer regions may not be desired. For example, as
illustrated, a scribe line area 203 may be excluded from pro-
viding the stress buffer layer and hence this area may be
covered by the deposition mask 202. Consequently, the depo-
sition mask 202 may define corresponding openings 202C,
202D which are aligned to the openings 251C, 251D, wherein
lateral dimensions ofthe openings 202C, 202D are selected to
be significantly greater compared to the openings 251C,
251D in order to appropriately define the lateral size of the
buffer regions 265 in FIG. 2a. The deposition mask 202 may
be patterned on the basis of well-established lithography
techniques.

FIG. 2e schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
200 during a deposition process 204, such as an electrochemi-
cal deposition process, i.e., an electroplating process, an elec-
troless process, or any combination thereof, in order to
deposit a desired highly conductive metal, such as copper,
silver and the like. As explained above, it may be advanta-
geous to use a metal that may also be used in the metallization
system 220, since the corresponding deposition tools and
material resources are readily available. In one illustrative
embodiment, a copper material may be deposited, thereby
forming the buffer regions 265 with the desired lateral dimen-
sions, as may be defined by the deposition mask 202. Further-
more, a thickness of the metal material and thus of the buffer
regions 265 may be “thick,” i.e., a thickness may be approxi-
mately 3 um and greater. For example, in illustrative embodi-
ments, the thickness 265T may be selected to be in a range of
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approximately 3-10 pum. Consequently, by providing an
increased thickness above the last metallization layer 240,
superior mechanical stability may be imparted to the metal-
lization system 220 in view of any mechanical stress that may
be introduced by the interaction between the chip and a pack-
age substrate still to be connected thereto. Furthermore, the
moderately large metal volume provided by the buffer regions
265 may also provide superior heat dissipation capabilities,
which may contribute to a less pronounced thermally induced
mechanical stress. Furthermore, an enhanced shielding effect
may be accomplished, for instance, in view of high energetic
particles, such as cosmic rays, microwave radiation and the
like. The deposition process 204 may be performed on the
basis of any appropriate process recipe, as may also be
applied during the formation of the metallization layers of the
metallization system 220.

FIG. 2f'schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
200 during a process sequence 205 for removing the deposi-
tion mask 202 (FIG. 2d) and also to remove an exposed
portion of the conductive barrier layer 256. Consequently, the
isolation trench 266 may be reliably formed between the
buffer regions 265, wherein a width 266 W may thus define
the lateral offset between adjacent regions 265. For instance,
the width 266 W may be selected to be in the range of approxi-
mately 5 um and less, such as 1 pum and less, thereby providing
a high degree of coverage of the metallization system 220 by
the buffer regions 265. The process sequence 205 may be
performed on the basis of any appropriate process techniques,
for instance by removing resist material on the basis of
plasma assisted etch processes, wet chemical etch processes,
followed by the removal of the exposed portion of the layer
256, which may be accomplished on the basis of sputter etch
techniques, wet chemical etch processes and the like, depend-
ing on the composition of the layer 256. It should be appre-
ciated that a certain degree of material erosion of the regions
265 may not be critical due to the moderately large thickness
and lateral extension thereof.

FIG. 2g schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
200 with a dielectric layer 257 formed on the buffer regions
265 and within the isolation trench 266, thereby providing
reliable confinement of the material of the regions 265 and
also providing reliable electrical insulation of the individual
buffer regions 265. For instance, any appropriate dielectric
material may be used, such as silicon nitride, which may be
deposited on the basis of well-established deposition tech-
niques, such as plasma enhanced chemical vapor deposition
(CVD) and the like.

FIG. 2/ schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
200 in a further advanced manufacturing stage in which a
further dielectric material, such as polyimide 252, may be
formed above the dielectric material 257 and within the iso-
lation trench 266. Thus, the buffer regions 265 in combination
with the dielectric materials provided within the isolation
trench 266 may form the stress buffer layer 260 providing the
desired mechanical characteristics. Furthermore, openings
250A may be formed so as to be aligned to the contact pads
242 with an appropriate lateral size, as may be required for
forming bump structures, metal pillars and the like, in accor-
dance with the overall layout as shown in FIG. 2a. The mate-
rial 252 may be provided on the basis of any well-established
process techniques and the patterning thereof may be accom-
plished by lithography based on process parameters as may
typically be used in conventional process techniques. There-
after, the material 252 may be used as an etch mask for
exposing a portion of the buffer regions 265 within the open-
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ings 250A. For this purpose, any appropriate plasma assisted
etch recipe, wet chemical etch recipe and the like may be
applied.

FIG. 2i schematically illustrates the semiconductor device
200 in a further advanced manufacturing stage in which the
contact element 210 may be formed in the opening 250A, for
instance in the form of a solder bump formed on the basis of
a lead-free solder material, as previously explained. If
required, an additional barrier material 211 may be provided
between the contact element 210 and the buffer region 265 if
direct contact is considered inappropriate. In this case, a
similar process strategy may be applied as in conventional
strategies by providing the material 211, forming a deposition
mask, depositing material of the contact element 210, remov-
ing the deposition mask and patterning the material 211. In
other illustrative embodiments, as indicated by the element
210A in dashed lines, a metal pillar may be provided, such as
a copper pillar, which may be directly formed on the region
265 by applying an appropriate deposition mask, possibly in
combination with a copper-based seed layer, if required.
Thus, a plurality of well-established process techniques may
be applied to provide the contact elements 210, 210A. Fur-
thermore, a package substrate 270 may be provided with an
appropriate layout of contact pads 271, which may be brought
into contact with the elements 210, 210A in accordance with
well-established bond techniques. It should be appreciated
that the contact pads 271 may have any appropriate configu-
ration, for instance, a solder material, a copper material and
the like, may be provided so as to form an intermetallic
connection with the contact element 210.

As a result, the present disclosure provides semiconductor
devices and manufacturing techniques in which a contact
structure may be provided on the basis of lead-free materials
with superior stress distributing characteristics by providing a
stress buffer layer including a plurality of buffer regions of
increased lateral size and with a thickness in the range of
approximately 3-10 pum. Hence, any mechanical stress
induced during the connection of a semiconductor chip and a
package substrate and thereafter during the operation of the
composite semiconductor device may be efficiently distrib-
uted across a large surface area. Consequently, significant
modifications, for instance, reduction of the amount of sen-
sitive low-k dielectric materials, as may typically be required
in conventional strategies, may be avoided, thereby providing
superior performance of the metallization system. Further-
more, the pronounced coverage of the metallization system
by the buffer regions may provide superior thermal and
shielding characteristics which may allow an efficient use in
critical environments.

The particular embodiments disclosed above are illustra-
tive only, as the invention may be modified and practiced in
different but equivalent manners apparent to those skilled in
the art having the benefit of the teachings herein. For example,
the process steps set forth above may be performed in a
different order. Furthermore, no limitations are intended to
the details of construction or design herein shown, other than
as described in the claims below. It is therefore evident that
the particular embodiments disclosed above may be altered or
modified and all such variations are considered within the
scope and spirit of the invention. Accordingly, the protection
sought herein is as set forth in the claims below.

What is claimed is:

1. A semiconductor device, comprising:

a metallization system positioned above a substrate, said
metallization system comprising a plurality of metalli-
zation layers, at least some of said metallization layers
comprising a low-k dielectric material;
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a copper-containing contact pad positioned in a last met-
allization layer of said metallization system, wherein an
upper surface of said copper-containing contact pad is
substantially co-planar with an upper surface of'said last
metallization layer;

apassivation layer positioned above said last metallization
layer, said passivation layer covering a portion of said
upper surface of said copper-containing contact pad;

a stress buffer layer positioned above said passivation
layer, said stress buffer layer comprising a copper-con-
taining buffer region having a contact portion that is
embedded in said passivation layer and connects to said
copper-containing contact pad;

a lead-free contact element positioned on a portion of said
copper-containing buffer region, wherein a portion of
said lead free contact element is embedded in said cop-
per-containing buffer region and a lateral width of said
buffer region is greater than a lateral width of said lead-
free contact element; and

apackage substrate connected to said metallization system
via said lead-free contact element.

2. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein a thick-
ness of said copper-containing buffer region is approximately
3 pum or more.

3. The semiconductor of claim 1, wherein said lead-free
contact element comprises a lead-free solder material.

4. The semiconductor of claim 1, wherein said lead-free
contact element comprises a copper pillar extending from
said copper-containing buffer region.

5. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein said cop-
per-containing buffer region comprises a conductive barrier
layer that is in direct contact with a second portion of said
upper surface of said copper-containing contact pad and cov-
ers upper and sidewall surfaces of said passivation layer.

6. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein said stress
buffer layer comprises a plurality of copper-containing buffer
regions, and wherein a lateral offset between adjacent copper-
containing buffer regions is approximately 5 pm or less.

7. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein said lat-
eral offset is approximately 1 um or less.

8. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein a lateral
size of said copper-containing buffer region is at least twice a
lateral size of said contact pad.

9. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein said stress
buffer layer further comprises a dielectric material that covers
and laterally encloses said copper-containing buffer region,
wherein said dielectric material comprises silicon nitride.

10. The semiconductor device of claim 9, wherein said
dielectric material comprises a conformal material layer cov-
ering sidewall and upper surfaces of said copper-containing
buffer region and an isolation material layer covering said
conformal material layer.

11. The semiconductor device of claim 10, wherein said
conformal material layer and said isolation material layer
each directly contact a sidewall surface portion of said lead-
free contact element.

12. The semiconductor device of claim 1, wherein said
buffer region comprises a contact portion extending through
said passivation layer and contacting said contact pad, where
said lateral width of said buffer region is at least twice a lateral
width of said contact portion.

13. A semiconductor device, comprising:

a metallization system positioned above a substrate, said
metallization system comprising a plurality of metalli-
zation layers, at least some of said metallization layers
comprising a low-k dielectric material;
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a passivation layer positioned above a last metallization
layer of said metallization system, said last metallization
layer comprising a plurality of contact pads, wherein an
upper surface of each of said plurality of contact pads is
substantially co-planar with an upper surface of said last
metallization layer;

a stress buffer layer positioned above said passivation
layer, said stress buffer layer comprising a plurality of
stress buffer regions and a dielectric material positioned
above each of said plurality of stress buffer regions, each
of said plurality of stress buffer regions comprising a
contact portion extending through said passivation layer
and conductively contacting a respective one of said
plurality of contact pads; and

aplurality of contact elements positioned in and above said
dielectric material, each of said plurality of contact ele-
ments extending through said dielectric material and
conductively contacting a respective one of said plural-
ity of stress buffer regions, wherein a portion of each of
said plurality of contact elements is embedded in said
respective one of said plurality of stress buffer regions,
and wherein a lateral width of at least one of said plu-
rality of contact elements is less than a lateral width of
said respective one of said plurality of stress buffer
regions conductively connected thereto.

14. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein a sur-
face area of at least one of said plurality of stress buffer
regions is at least twice a surface area of said respective one of
said plurality of contact elements conductively connected
thereto.
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15. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein at least
one of said plurality of contact pads, said plurality of stress
buffer regions, and said plurality of contact elements com-
prises copper.

16. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein said
dielectric material comprises a dielectric isolation material
that extends between and laterally isolates each of said plu-
rality of stress buffer regions from adjacent ones of said
plurality of stress buffer regions.

17. The semiconductor device of claim 16, wherein a lat-
eral offset between at least an adjacent two of said plurality of
stress buffer regions is approximately 5 um or less.

18. The semiconductor device of claim 16, wherein a lat-
eral offset between at least an adjacent two of said plurality of
stress buffer regions is approximately 1 um or less.

19. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein said
contact element comprises a lead-free solder material.

20. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein said
lateral width of said stress buffer regions is at least twice a
lateral width of said contact pad.

21. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein said
dielectric material comprises a conformal material layer that
is positioned between said dielectric isolation material and
each of said plurality of stress buffer regions and covers upper
and sidewall surface portions of each of said plurality of stress
buffer regions.

22. The semiconductor device of claim 13, wherein said
dielectric material directly contacts sidewall surface portions
of'each of said plurality of contact elements.
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